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Muslim world, and in particular in the Arab Middle East and North Africa (MENA), can today be considered successful democracies. 2 Due to these poor results, scholars and policy-makers have concentrated their attention on the causes for the absence of substantial democratic reforms in those parts of the world. This debate has generated a number of very different answers to the question of the failure of democratization in the Muslim world. 3 To complicate the issue further it is also the case that these answers are given at a time where political Islam is presented in some academic and policy-making quarters as a global challenger to the western political, economic and social hegemony. In this context, one of the most conspicuous (if not altogether very new) answers to the supposed absence of democracy in the Muslim world is directly linked to the regressive and authoritarian precepts of Islam as a system of beliefs and social organisation. 4 From this perspective, the Muslim world is presented as a monolithic entity incapable of dealing with the requirements of modernity -and most particularly liberal democracyand responsible for generating an atmosphere of violence targeting 'infidels' both within and outside the Muslim world. Evidently, once one begins to think of democracy and
Islam as fixed categories that are necessarily in opposition with each other, this approach vitiates a priori the possibility to think of the two as being capable of speaking to and influencing each other in a positive manner. 5 But at the same time, such grand cultural explanations do provide a parsimonious explanation of the noted difficulties of democratization in the great majority of Muslim countries. Indeed, one can legitimately ask whether it would still make sense to analyse a region such as the 'Muslim world' if one were to abandon those grand cultural schemes. In this collection, we will attempt to do just that by pointing out that there is a 'Muslim world' that can be either substantively 2 defined or, at the very least, analytically posited for the sake of a better understanding of the contemporary political processes of democratization.
This collection proposes to shift the focus away from grand culture-based explanations of democratization in the Muslim world, while retaining political Islam as its defining characteristic in the current socio-historical context. We suggest that this analytical distinction is practical and meaningful in the context of the study of democratization because a key factor of change in all those polities is the role played by
Islamist parties or movements -be it directly through challenging the powers-that-be or, indirectly, through the counter-measures that are preventively put in place by incumbents to keep them out of office. To be sure, the agency of Islamist movements is but one of the factors that contribute to creating the democratizing dilemmas of the Muslim world. Yet it is the one strategic factor that is specific to this region of the world and, other things been equal, it constitutes the Muslim world as a set of polities with a common political developmental drive, even when the considerable differences among these movements are taken into account. We are fully aware of the self-reflexivity of this argument; and in particular the fact that such a perspective is relevant to the analysis of democratization in the Muslim world today because of the tendency and willingness of political players worldwide to view these Islamist movements as the main negative determinant of the problem (with all the implications that it may have as a self-fulfilling prophesy). precisely what we found in our sample of MENA countries'. 10 The case studies suggest a more practical way of looking at the complex issue of democratization by examining how seemingly contingent causal mechanisms fostered (or derailed) a democratizing synergy in those countries, and by outlining the rationale for the emergence of such typical situations.
In particular, the collection aims to clarify three key issues of the debate on democratization in the Muslim world. Secondly, this collection explores how institutional arrangements (including cooptation of the opposition) put in place by authoritarian incumbents utilise the procedures and the discourse of democracy to strengthen their own arbitrary rule. 11 In particular it indicates that processes like democratization and Islamization are not incrementally bringing people nearer to some pre-defined political order, that is, liberal democracy or Islamic democracy principally. Rather, it suggests that there is a narrowing of the gap between everyday experiences and political expectations; with all the well-known problems that this situation can generate (for example, the happy slave or, more commonly, the disenchanted voter).
Thirdly, the studies investigate the relationship between political violence and democratisation. While incumbent regimes may (and usually do) invoke their role of custodians of the state to use their 'monopoly of legitimate violence' to control the process of political liberalization, the non-institutionalised forms of direct action available to non-state players are more idiosyncratic and opportunistic. These two modes of violence interact not only directly between themselves but also via proxy through the democratization process (or its failure thereof). In this context, a democratization process whose end result ought to be the actual handing over of state power to democratically chosen social actors can be subordinated to the need for the securitisation of the state as an institutional asset to be secured against the (actual and potential) hazard of any handover of power. although Malaysia and Indonesia appear to be moving in the right direction -in the sense that they are palpably less authoritarian than they were before -they are still confined to a situation that is to some extent that of a 'democracy with adjectives' (such as semidemocracy, liberalized autocracy, pseudo-democracy, and so on.).
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It would be naïve to conceive democratization in the Muslim world as a linear teleological process. Whatever may be true of the emerging democratic institutions of Malaysia and Indonesia today, nothing guarantees that the remaining authoritarian 8 aspects of these polities will slowly disappear to make way for a recognisably liberal democratic system. Nor should we assume that those countries are in some ways necessarily leading the way in the political transformations taking place in the rest of the Muslim world. In fact, despite recent statements regarding an Arab democratic 'spring', as soon as one moves to analyse the MENA region, the picture that emerges is one of the persistence of authoritarianism; although it may not the same type of authoritarianism that was witnessed a couple of decades ago. 13 
